ensuring local community support for national parks is viewed as a paramount ingredient for conservation and sustainability. this is advocated for the park to meet its conservation goals. the Okomu National Park (ONP), edo state, Nigeria, is one of such protected areas of lush green rain forest requiring conservation.
Introduction
The assessment of the attitudes of the locals is very important in sustaining the conservation in the protected areas where endemic species exist. The rise in anthropogenic activities usually affects the conservation goals of the protected areas. These interests may not be in favour of the locals based on their attitudes and perceptions of the park programmes of the Okomu National Park. The major negative attitudes arise from a lack of access to non-timber forest products and few or no economic benefits. Adams and Infield (2003) reported that areas designated to protect species and invariably their habitats are the primary focus of the conservation strategies. However, the local communities perceive the loss of access to these lands as a limitation of their source of livelihood which is dependent on natural resources and agricultural development of these protected areas.
The Okomu National Park is the smallest of Nigeria's seven national parks, covering a total area of 181km ' E. In 1999 it was transformed into a national park. It holds a small fragment of the rich forest that once covered the region and it is the last habitat for many endangered species (Ajayi, 2002) . This makes it a diversity hotspot.
The main objective of this research is to determine the attitudes of the host communities towards ecotourism.
Theoretical basis
Research studies in this field confirm the benefits and importance of local people's participation (Kiss, 2004; Pollnac & Pomeroy, 2005) . In addition, there have been a few studies (Stem et al., 2003; De los Angeles Somarriba-Chang & Gunnarsdotter, 2012 ) that identify the factors that influence this participation in development projects. The studies have identified a range of factors or reasons why local communities do or do not participate in the development projects, including the ecotourism projects. Powerful project members have a potential impact on the participation of people in rural development projects. Njoh (2002) identified that powerful members will influence the selection/ participation of those who are involved. Adebayo (1985) also observed that local leaders had a significant role in influencing the participation in community based projects in Nigeria. This is clearly supported by Oakley (1991) who commented that a lack of local leadership skills when implementing the project resulted in non-participation due to the households not being confident and, therefore not wanting to be involved in the activities. This is reflected in the study by Tewari and Khanna (2005) , who conducted research on the success of farmers' participation in the irrigation management in Gujarat. They discovered that effective local leadership was one reason why people were motivated to participate in the project. The reason was their trust in their local leaders. They found out that good leaders were able to get on well with their community, to speak for them, have honest discussions with them, and to be able to spend time or make extra efforts to solve problems in their communities. Wilson, Fesenmaier, Fesenmaier, and Van Es (2001) claimed that it was important to recognize that local leaders were able to make a difference in the amount of community participation and increase the chance of a tourism project being successful. The level of education and literacy also affected people's participation in the community development projects (Glendinning, Mahapatra, & Mitchell, 2001 ). These authors found out that the more educated people were more aware of the benefits that could be gained from their participation than the illiterate people. This is supported by Lise (2000) who conducted a study on household participation in the forest management and conservation in India. He discovered that the literate villagers in three states including Bihar, Haryana, and Uttar Pradesh were more likely to be involved in the forestry activities compared to the illiterate. Likewise, Abdulai and CroleRees (2001) studied farm and community development in Southern Mali. They found out that the educated households were more likely to participate in the non-farm sector than the less educated. Thus, to increase the local people's participation, the people's capability, especially in literacy, must be considered in the community development projects (Briedenhann & Wickens, 2004) .
Methodology
A reconnaissance survey was carried out in ONP to discover the area, and to acquire the first-hand information on the locals and ecotourism concerns in the park. A set of pretest survey questionnaires was administered to evaluate the reliability of the instrument using the split half method. The primary data were collected through structured questionnaires. A multistage random sampling technique was used in selecting communities around the park, based on their distance from the park which gave a total of 3,374 households from the selected communities. Ten percent of the total households were then randomly selected from the communities. Thereafter a structured questionnaire was distributed to 350 households. The data were collected from both primary and secondary sources. The primary data sources were obtained from the household survey through the structured questionnaires, consisting of both open and close-ended questions, based on a set of questions in relation to the study objectives. The secondary information was obtained through an extensive literature review of various documents and park records. A total of 338 questionnaires were collected for the analysis. The questionnaire included questions about respondents' general attitudes towards ecotourism and conservation. This research attempted to identify the relationships between residents' socio-economic and demographic attributes and their attitudes toward ecotourism, which is: To examine residents' attitudes toward tourism in the Okomu National Park. The questionnaire con-sisted of 20 statements and a 20 item five point likert-type response format based on the following scale: (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree; 5 = strongly agree). The data were analysed by using SPSS version 20.
Results
Personal characteristics of the respondents Table 1 below shows that 58.98% of the respondents were married, 36.7% were singles, while 4.4% were divorced. About 60% of the community members were farmers and they usually use family labour to work on the farm. This is the reason why the married percentage is high. Over 60% of the respondents of the host communities are males, while 34.0% of them are females. Asmamaw and Verma (2013) also reported a similar result, stating that 85% of the respondents in a similar study carried out in the Bale Mountains National Park in Ethiopia were males and 74% of them were also farmers.
About 40% of the respondents were between 31-40 years, 24.0% of the respondents were between 21-30 years, 21.9% were between ages 41-50, 9.8% of the respondents were below 20 years, while 0.6% of them were 50 years and above. Fiagbomeh and BurgerArndt (2013) in their research on the Kakum conservation area in Ghana reported that 56.4% of the members of the host communities' ages were in the range of 30-50 years. Shibia (2010) also stated that 51% of the respondents were between the ages of 25-40 years, representing the most productive age group targeted for development.
The results show that 22.2% of the respondents had no formal education, 9.2% of them had a primary school certificate, 44.4% of them had a secondary school certificate, while 24.3% of them had a tertiary school certificate. Akosim et al. (2010) also reported that 60% of the members of the host communities received secondary school education. Asmamaw and Verma (2013) stated that 52% of the respondents in the Bale Mountains National park in Ethiopia had at least primary education.
The table also reveals that 60.1% of the respondents were farmers, 15.7% of them were traders, and 14.8% of them were students, while 9.5% had other occupations. Asmamaw and Verma (2013) also illustrated that the dominant occupation of border communities in national parks was agriculturally based, accounting for 74% of the population. The findings of Shibia (2010) also support this result, revealing that 35.8% of the locals depend on crop farming, forty-eight of the respondents (25.7%) were agro-pastoralist while 18% were pastoralists. Furthermore, Wahab and Adewunmi (2013) reported that 93% of the male members of the host communities in the Kainji Lake National Park were engaged in agricultural activities.
The results also reveal that 40.8% of the respondents were between 3-5 family members, 27.2% of the respondents had only two family members, 14.2% of them had a family size ranging from 6-8 members, while 17.8% of them had above 8 family members. Due to the fact that the predominant occupation is farming as indicated in Table 1 , the large family size is a means of cheap family labour. Table 2 shows an overview of the attitude of the host communities towards ecotourism with an overall mean of (x -= 3.72). The results also indicate that the majority of the host community members have not visited the park. In addition, the results show that there is a high awareness level of the community that there is a national park in their environment with a mean of (x -= 4.24). These results are supported by Akosim et al. (2010) who reported that the attitude towards ecotourism was due to the consciousness of the existence of the park by the host communities (96.8%), the reason for establishing the park (94.3%) and knowledge of the laws, protecting the park (91.6%), in spite of the low literacy level. This attitude is based on the anticipation that things might change and that they will likely benefit from the park more in future.
Attitude of the host communities towards ecotourism
The community also believes that ecotourism has helped in protecting the environment (x -= 3.62). The results indicated that the community was always neglected when it came to ecotourism decision making with a mean of (x -= 3.55). This has made the members of the host community have a negative attitude towards ecotourism and the park because neglecting them makes them feel unimportant and not relevant. Dimitrakopoulos et al. (2010) noted that when local communities outside the boundaries of the protected areas were not included in the conservation planning process, conflicts between conservation goals and community wants and needs arose. These conflicts resulted from the constraints imposed by the protected area management on land use and natural resource extraction. Restrictions regarding the access to the protected area, agricultural activities, timber extraction, hunting or other such activities, are just some of the most frequent sources of the protected area-local community conflicts (Brandon et al., 2005) . The results further indicated that the community attitudes towards preservation of game had a mean of 4.22. This could be a reason why poaching is high. Most often, conservation puts pressure on the local people who depend on these resources. In addition, Ozturk et al. (2010) argue that damaging effects of local rural population pressure are exacerbated by the fact that most of these people are generally the poorest section of the rural population and the common belief is that natural forest resources are free for the benefit of everyone. In conclusion, it can be said that host communities' attitude towards ecotourism is above average, the majority of the attitudinal statements are below the overall mean score, which has a value of (x -= 3.72).
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The level of formal education associated with the respondents' age influenced the attitudes. The educated people may have more knowledge of the conservation related issues which could have resulted from a high level of interaction in learning and/or exposure to media. The community members who are unfavourable to the biodiversity conservation have a weak formal education level. This result supports the positive link between consciousness about the biodiversity conservation and education. The higher level of education also helps to understand the role of the park and the usefulness of the conservation of its biological diversity. Another important reason which explains a relatively high impact of education on people's positive perception of biodiversity is that those with a good level of education rarely engage in agriculture as their major source of livelihood. Not surprisingly, education has a powerful effect on attitudes towards conservation as explained by Tomićević et al. (2010) . This finding reinforces the important role of education in the sustainable biodiversity conservation, which is in line with the findings of Shibia (2010) . This study also found out that those who had gained benefits directly or indirectly had had a positive attitude towards conservation and ecotourism. In addition, the occupation of the locals had a significant effect on their attitudes, majorly because most of the host community members are mostly engaged in agricultural related activities, or hunting, and these activities are directly related to natural resources. Their restriction for accessing the protected areas has brought about the negative attitude about ecotourism and conservation in a few locals. Furthermore, for the sake of posterity, the locals have developed a positive attitude towards conservation. Thus, the significant relationship between the conservation of natural resources and ecotourism. Even though they may not be given access to the protected areas, the locals still have a sense of ownership. 
Discussion
The results are in line with the findings of Abdullahi et al. (2007) , who reported that the people living around the park were aware of the need to protect forests for the sake of posterity, which was one reason the attitudes towards ecotourism were well above average. The findings of this research also support the findings of Vodouhê et al. (2010) , who stated that age and gender were significant predictors of positive attitudes towards ecotourism and biodiversity conservation. The first reason is that the rulers of the com-munities are the major beneficiaries and therefore the majority of the members of the community do not get any direct benefits. Ecotourism has been tagged as the fastest growing sector in tourism (Coria & Calfucura, 2012) . In fact, it is able to create income sources to foster conservation and improve education thorough environmental education. The educational level is one variable that has an impact on people's attitudes towards ecotourism because the more knowledgeable they are about what ecotourism is trying to achieve, the more positive their attitude towards ecotourism is. Those who had unfavourable attitudes had weak or low levels of formal education. This finding supports the connection between consciousness of conservation and education as echoed by Tomićević et al. (2010) . In this case study, the authors explained that those with good formal education level had better jobs in antipoaching and tourism sectors. A good level of education helps to understand the reason for setting up the park and the benefits of conservation Another reason is that those with good formal education are not usually involved in agricultural jobs such as teaching or working in local or national governmental or other private sector organisations. They are not usually in contact with the park or staff of the park unlike those with the low level of education. This supports the fact that those with the low level of education are usually involved in agricultural related activities and usually have grievances against the park because of farming and hunting activities. For example, some farm land which some respondents use for agricultural activities belongs to the park and this has been a big issue. These findings support the paramount role that education plays in the sustainable biodiversity conservation
Conclusions
This study has shown patterns in local attitudes towards ecotourism and conservation. It is clear that there is a relationship between the attitudes and benefits from ecotourism even though they have not been transformed into financial gains and sustainable development yet as they would envisage although the locals have been employed by the park. The study has not revealed many negative attitudes because the park is still relatively young, patterns of attitudes, both of conservation and ecotourism, may change over time as ecotourism develops. The study broadly recommends that more conservation programmes should be implemented by the park and non-governmental organisations to improve the awareness of the benefits of conservation and hence, ecotourism. This will form a good foundation for partnerships between the host communities and the Okomu National Park. Further studies should focus on the ways through which ecotourism can help improve the livelihoods of the locals in the area
